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Foreword
Dr. Klaus Eichenberg 
BioRegio STERN 

The aim of this new survey into 
biotech and medtech companies 
by BioRegio STERN Management 
GmbH is to give new impetus to 
discussions and to promote initia-
tives for successful cooperation 
between the two. 

BioRegion STERN and surround-
ings is in an ideal location for this. 
Nearly 350 medical technology 
businesses – the global players 
in the industry and many of their 
suppliers – are based in the region 
and include highly innovative 
SMEs (small and medium-sized 
enterprises). Their products, for 
example in the field of minimally 
invasive medicine, attract inter-
national attention. Close to 100 
biotechnology businesses are 
already successful in the region.

In future, both sectors will need 
to re-think the assumed dividing 
line between them. Everyone will 
benefit from successful coopera-
tion between the two industries, 
especially those companies which 
will as a result keep and further 
strengthen their competitiveness 
on a world-wide scale. 

Together we will harness syner-
gies and think business forward.

Marc Reinhardt
Capgemini Deutschland 

Since 1995, much discussion and 
a great deal of attention have 
been devoted to Germany’s drive 
to catch up in the field of bio-
technology. The nation now not 
only boasts a large number of 
companies in this sector, but also 
increasing substance in terms of 
employee numbers, turnover and 
clinical projects. 

On the other hand, Germany has 
long been one of the world’s top 
performers when it comes to the  
field of medical technology. It is  
involved in a wide range of activ- 
ties in the various industry seg-
ments, producing everything from  
simple top-quality products to 
large, highly innovative and techni- 
cally complex pieces of equipment. 

However, both sectors face their 
own set of challenges. Biotech-
nology needs to become self-
supporting in terms of turnover 
and profit as soon as possible 
and medical technology must 
be prepared for a radical change 
in treatment strategies resulting 
from medical innovations. 

The innovations that could be 
made possible by combining biol-
ogy, medicine and physics are an 
extremely exciting prospect.



Introduction

A comparison between the bio-
technology and medical technol-
ogy industries reveals a number of 
perhaps unexpected similarities.

Measuring in terms of key figures 
such as workforce and turnover, 
both sectors are dominated by 
SMEs, with only a very limited 
number of big players. In 2002, 
93 % of medtech companies had 
fewer than 100 employees. Only 
1.2 % of these businesses fell into 
the large enterprise category with 
500 or more staff1. Germany’s bio-
tech industry too consists mainly 
of small companies, 88 % having 
fewer than 50 staff and only 1.1 % 
a workforce in excess of 250. 

Both industries are highly innova-
tive, placing great emphasis on 
research and development. The 
German medical technology sec-
tor’s R&D rate – that is to say the 
proportion of total turnover spent 
on research and development – is 
either 6.8 %2 or 8 %1 according 
to two different sources. This 
percentage is approximately twice 
the figure for the processing 
industry as a whole, where the 
R&D rate is around 3.8 %3. The 
high level of R&D spending in the 
biotechnology sector is particu-
larly striking. In 2005, which saw 
an industry-wide turnover of  
€ 1.5 billion, it amounted to some 
€ 714 million4.

One key distinction between the 
two industries is their degrees of 
maturity. Medical technology is 
an established industry with roots 
dating back in part to the 19th 
century5. In 2005, the 1,236 com-
panies located in Germany in this 
sector and classified as part of the 
manufacturing industry employed 
a total workforce of 87,6002. 
Turnover in 2005 amounted to 
€ 5.5 billion within Germany and 
€ 9.2 billion in other countries. By 
contrast, biotechnology busi-
nesses have, on average, been in 
existence for 6.9 years. Slightly 
fewer than 50 % pre-date the Mil-
lennium and only 19 % date back 
further than 1995. There are cur-
rently 480 biotech companies in 
Germany4 and in 2005 their joint 
workforce of 12,973 generated a 
turnover of € 1.5 billion. 
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The two industries’ disparate 
histories also result in different 
strategic approaches. Whereas 
most biotech companies focus 
on research, medical technology 
businesses are market-oriented. 
Many biotechnology products 
have not yet made it to the end-
consumer stage (health insurance 
companies and patients) but are 
competing, mostly with pharma-
ceutical companies, for licences in 
the market of pharmaceuticals in 
preclinical or clinical development. 

The logical consequence of this 
is that leading pharmaceutical 
industry representatives are now 
talking of an artificial, notional 
separation between the bio-
technology and pharmaceutical 
industries which will disappear 
in future. As a result, the phar-
maceutical sector is also the 
main focus of biotech companies’ 
cooperation plans (Fig. 1b). The 
situation is quite different in the 
medical technology industry with 
its traditional cross-sectional tech-
nology. Here, innovative capability 
depends on the skillful integration 
of various basic and key tech-
nologies. The medical technology 
sector now believes that biotech-
nologies have a crucial role to play 
in its industry. 

Fig. 1a: Distribution of planned 
cooperation between medtech 
companies and other sectors in 
percent 

Biotechnology 26 % 

Medical technology 26 % 

Pharmaceuticals 43 %

Public institutions* 5 % 

Biotech companies

Fig. 1b: Distribution of planned 
cooperation between biotech 
companies and other sectors in 
percent 

* Universities and state-funded 
research and development 
institutions

Biotechnology 47 % 

Medical technology 11 % 

Pharmaceuticals 28 %

Public institutions* 14 % 

Medtech companies



Material sciences – research 
work on biomaterials and bio-
technology/cell technology, for 
instance – have been identified 
as important key technologies 
for the medical technology sec-
tor and increasing significance is 
being attached to them6. Success-
ful examples such as drug-eluting 
stents already demonstrate the 
importance of biotechnologies in 
the medtech industry. This success 
story would not have been pos-
sible without research into cellular 
and molecular biology. In the U.S. 
alone, an average annual market 
growth of 28 % is now being 
forecast for this sector, which is 
expected to generate close to $ 11 
billion by 20117. 

Biotechnology 29 % 

Medical technology 10 % 

Pharmaceuticals 19 %

Public institutions* 42 % 

Biotech companiesFig. 2b: Distribution of  
current cooperation between 
biotech companies and  
other sectors in percent 

Biotechnology 15 % 

Medical technology 33 % 

Pharmaceuticals 15 %

Public institutions* 37 % 

Medtech companiesFig. 2a: Distribution of 
current cooperation between 
medtech companies and 
other sectors in percent 

* Universities and state-funded 
research and development 
institutions
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The question for the medical tech-
nology industry is how to access 
new technologies, in particular 
biotechnologies. The options 
range from developing its own 
know-how and skills through 
cooperation arrangements to the 
complete buyout of appropriate 
companies. Siemens has already 
adopted the latter approach. 

In 2006, it acquired Bayer’s Diag-
nostics Division and Diagnostic 
Products Inc. for a total of € 5.7 
billion, catapulting it into the 
number two slot in the global 
market for immune diagnostics in 
a matter of weeks. Such strate-
gies are not usually an option for 
the medical technology industry, 
dominated as it is by SMEs with 
insufficient financial resources for 
an investment of this magnitude. 
For such businesses, cooperation 
arrangements are a better way of 
utilizing new technologies. Con-
sequently, it is only logical that 
the medical technology industry 
identified biotechnology as the 
main focus of its cooperation 
plans (Fig. 1a).

The objective must be to stimu-
late and encourage cooperation 
between the two sectors. With 
this in mind, several events have 
been held and this study was 
commissioned. The results of the 
study, as presented in this docu-
ment, represent an initial step 
towards creating an understand-
ing of the similarities and differ-
ences between the two industries, 
identifying potential obstacles 
and stumbling blocks that may 
hinder cooperation and discussing 
possible solutions.



In November and December 
2005, a survey was carried out 
in German-speaking countries to 
analyze the attitude of medtech 
and biotech companies towards 
cooperation and identify possible 
areas of cooperation between  
the two sectors. 

Survey

Basis of survey

A total of 1,395 businesses were 
asked to participate in the survey, 
38 % of them biotech companies 
and 62 % medtech companies.

Some 141 businesses (10.1 %) 
actually took part, 51 % classifying 
themselves as biotechnology com-
panies and 49 % as medical tech-
nology companies. A breakdown 
of the survey participants reveals 
that businesses from all the vari-
ous medical product segments 
were represented. The proportion 
of participants from the diagnos-
tics and imaging sectors was just 
as high as for a medical technol-
ogy study carried out last year by 
DIW Berlin (the German Institute 

for Economic Research)8, but 
more companies from the cell and 
tissue engineering sector took 
part in this study and fewer from 
the field of physiotherapy/rehabili-
tation. This is no doubt due to the 
different subjects tackled by the 
two surveys.
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Cooperation status

If companies offering new 
technologies gain a foothold in 
established sectors, this can result 
in competition, cooperation or 
coexistence. The survey revealed 
in a barometer of public opin-
ion that representatives of both 
industries anticipate increased 
cooperation between the two 
over the coming years (Fig. 3). 
Fewer businesses are thinking in 
terms of competition or coexist-
ence, demonstrating the will to 
join forces.

At the present time, both indus-
tries tend to cooperate most 
regularly with public institutions 
and within their own sector 

(Fig. 2a, Fig. 2b). In future, how-
ever, a significant shift to other 
sectors is expected, largely to the 
detriment of cooperation arrange-
ments with public institutions. 
Biotech and medtech companies 
expect the highest percentage 
increase in cooperation arrange-
ments with each other (Fig. 1a, 
Fig. 1b).

 Biotech companies   Medtech companies

 0 % 50 % 100 % 0 % 50 % 100 %

Increasing competition 

Increasing cooperation

Little overlap/
separate coexistence 

Fig. 3: Future relationship 
between biotech and  
medtech companies as per-
ceived by each other

  Agree

  Neither agree nor disagree  

  Disagree   

The assumption that small, inno-
vative biotechnology companies 
are more likely to look for coop-
eration arrangements with medi-
cal technology companies was 
refuted by the survey. In actual 
fact, medtech businesses show 
greater interest in cooperation 
and biotech businesses are top of 
their list of potential cooperation 
partners. By contrast, biotech 
companies are more interested 
in cooperating with the pharma-
ceutical industry. An analysis of 
the medical technology compa-
nies open to the idea of coopera-
tion reveals that 41 % of them 
already use biotechnologies in 
their own operations. 



Technology know-how  26 %

 30 %

Broader market access  20 %

 21 %

Risk sharing for investments  10 %

 13 %

Production synergies  8 %

 4 %

Sales synergies  8 %

 17 %

MP approval know-how  8 %

 6 %

PH approval know-how 7 %

 4 %

Purchasing synergies  6 %

 1 %

Cost reimbursement know-how  4 %

 2 %

Others 3 %

 2 %

This figure is just 13 % for those 
reluctant to enter into coopera-
tion agreements. Some 70 % of 
medtech companies currently 
cooperating with biotech busi-
nesses already use biotechnology 
in their own operations. This 
seems to indicate that having 
personal experience of biotech-
nologies is an important factor in 
increasing companies’ readiness 
to consider cooperation.

The three main reasons for work-
ing with companies from the 
other industry are increasing 
technology know-how, broaden-
ing market access and risk sharing 
for investments (Fig. 4). Expertise 
in obtaining market approval for 
medical products (MP) or pharma-
ceuticals (PH) was regarded as less 
important. This demonstrates the 
strong interest in the technolo-
gies of the other sector and the 
perceived necessity of getting to 
grips with such technologies.

  Biotech companies 

  Medtech companies

Current and future areas  
of cooperation

42 % of the medical technology 
businesses taking part in the 
survey already work with biotech-
nologies. The technologies most 
frequently used are microarrays, 
biosensors and recombinant pro-
teins (Fig. 5). The most common 
activity among medtech compa-
nies already using biotechnologies 
in their own operations is the 
production of in vitro diagnostics 
and implants (Fig. 6).

Fig. 4: Reasons for  
cooperation between biotech 
and medtech companies

MP Medical products

PH Pharmaceuticals
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In vitro diagnostics  31 %

Active and passive implants  14 %

Imaging, diagnostic systems  8 %

Therapy systems  8 %

Cell and tissue engineering  8 %

Anaesthesia equipment & systems  5 %

Bandages and dressings  5 %

Other accessories and dressings 5 %

Surgical equipment & systems 5 %

Dental equipment & systems  5 %

Others (software) 3 %

Equipment & systems for minimally  3 %
invasive operations

Microarrays and biochips  18 %

Biosensors 14 %

Recombinant proteins  14 %

Tissue engineering  11 %

Proteomics 11 %

Drug delivery technologies  9 %

Genomics 7 %

Bioinformatics 5 %

Search for active substances  5 %

Others 4 %

Target identification  2 %

Fig. 6: Areas of business in 
which biotechnologies are 
used by medtech companies, 
based on the 42 % of medtech 
companies questioned already 
working with biotechnologies

However, businesses from the 
vast majority of medical product 
segments are also represented. 
The companies not using biotech-
nologies in their own operations 
mostly come from the segment 
manufacturing either equipment 
and systems for surgery or surgi-
cal equipment and systems for 
minimally invasive operations. 
These findings demonstrate that 
biotechnologies are already used 
in virtually all areas of the medi-
cal technology sector, albeit it to 
different extents.

Fig. 5: Biotechnologies already 
used by medtech companies



One of the study’s most striking 
findings is that the proportion of 
medtech businesses using bio-
technologies is by far the greatest 
(85 %) for small companies with 
a turnover of less than € 5 million 
and lowest for companies with a 
turnover in excess of € 500 million 
(Fig. 7).

Microarrays and biochips  81 %

 19 %

Biosensors 79 %

 21 %

Drug delivery technologies  64 %

 36 %

Tissue engineering  59 %

 41 %

Bioinformatics 58 %

 42 %

Production of recombinant   52 %

proteins or antibodies       48 %

Search for active substances  46 %

  54 %

Genomics 43 %

 57 %

Proteomics 42 %

 58 %

Manufacture of transgenic 20 %

organisms 80 %

Target search  15 %

 85 %

Pharmacogenomics, ADMET* 10 %

 90 %

< € 5 million 85 %

 15 %

€ 5 – 49 million 27 %

 73 %

€ 50 – 149 million 33 %

 67 %

€ 150 – 500 million 37 %

 63 %

>  € 500 million 17 %

 83 %
  

  Use biotechnologies  
  Do not use biotechnologies

  Short/medium-term potential
  No potential

Fig. 8: Potential for 
biotechnologies at medtech 
companies

Fig. 7: Use of biotechno-
logies by medtech 
companies according to 
turnover

* Absorption, Distribution,  
Metabolism, Elimination, Toxicity
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In the opinion of medical tech-
nology businesses, microarrays, 
biosensors and drug delivery tech-
nologies offer the greatest future 
potential for utilizing biotech-
nology in their own operations 
(Fig. 8) and their use will increase 
in coming years. Companies from 
all the various medical product 
segments see potential for these 
technologies in their own opera-
tions.  

The fields where biotechnologies 
are predicted to have the greatest 
influence are in vitro diagnostics, 
cell/tissue engineering and band-
ages/dressings (Fig. 9). Comparing 
the potential for biotechnologies 
described above with their in-
fluence in the various fields, the 
use of microarrays for in vitro 
diagnostics and the use of tissue 
engineering in combination with 
cell and tissue technologies seem 
to fit perfectly.

 Biotech companies  Medtech companies

 0 % 5 % 10 % 0 % 5 % 10 %

In vitro diagnostics

Cell and tissue engineering

Bandages and dressings

Active and passive implants

Therapy systems

Imaging diagnostics

Consumables

Minimally invasive equipment & systems    

Dental equipment & systems

Audiological & ophthalmic equipment 

Anaesthesia

Physiotherapy

Surgical equipment & systems

  Significant or moderate influence   

  Little influence

Fig. 9: Future importance  
of biotechnologies for various 
medical product segments 
as perceived by biotech and 
medtech companies



Project-related contract   25 % 

 30 %

Long-term cooperation agreement  25 % 

 23 %

Informal cooperation  21 % 

 14 %

Complete buyout, merger  10 % 

 5 %

Licence agreement, patent   5 % 

acquisition 21 %

Joint venture  5 % 

 2 %

Minority stake  5 % 

 2 %

Majority stake  5 % 

 2 %

  Biotech companies 

  Medtech companies 

Current forms of cooperation 
and their success factors

Both industries would prefer 
future cooperation to competition. 
They also have very clear ideas 
on which biotechnologies will be 
important for medical technology 
companies in the future.

Both industries also see great 
potential for bandages and 
dressings. For example, combin-
ing biomaterials with laboratory-
grown cells can give a dressing 
new properties and coating 
implants with molecules or cells is 
a method already used to en-
hance their properties. In the field 
of imaging diagnostics too, newly 
identified molecular markers will 
increasingly be used in future to 
track the progression of illnesses 
and diseases in vivo.

Fig. 10: Forms of cooperation 
between biotech and medtech 
companies as rated by each
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The existing cooperation between 
medical technology and biotech-
nology businesses is mainly based 
on project-related or long-term 
cooperation agreements (Fig. 10). 
The medtech companies par-
ticipating in the survey had often 
concluded licence agreements 
and patent acquisition agree-
ments with biotech companies.

This was not, however, a wide-
spread practice among the 
biotechnology businesses partici-
pating in the survey, presumably 
due to the two sectors’ different 
degrees of maturity.

Cooperation between the two 
industries succeeded more 
often than such arrangements 
did within the respective sec-
tors (Fig. 11). Although medical 
technology businesses are more 
interested in cooperation, bio-
technology companies rate such 
arrangements more positively.

  Achieved 

  Achieved in part 

  Not achieved

Medtech companies working in 
the field of in vitro diagnostics are 
most happy with their coopera-
tion arrangements with biotech 
companies. This is also the group 
in which the highest number 
already use biotechnologies in 
their own operations. Obviously, 
a certain level of personal experi-
ence helps a company to make a 
realistic appraisal of its prospects 
and structure cooperation in a 
way which will prove successful.

Fig. 11: Goals achieved 
through cooperation within 
one sector and between 
medtech and biotech sectors 

 Biotech companies   Medtech companies

 0 % 50 % 100 % 0 % 50 % 100 %

With biotech companies

With medtech companies



Having realistic goals and com-
municating regularly were named 
as the two most important 
factors for successful cooperation 
(Fig. 12). 

Companies often cited an unclear 
patent situation, a cooperation 
partner’s lack of R&D profes-
sionalism and concerns over the 
loss of a technological edge as 
reasons for the failure of coopera-
tion arrangements (Fig. 13).

However, given that one of the 
main reasons for working togeth-
er is increasing technology know-
how (Fig. 4), the simultaneous 
concern over a company losing its 
technological edge (Fig. 13) repre-
sents a contradiction. Written 
agreements alone are perhaps 
not the only answer in such cases.
Emphasis should be placed on 
building up a joint basis for trust. 

Realistic goals  24 %

 23 %

Regular communication  19 %

 14 %

Realistic assessment of partner’s   13 %

strengths/weaknesses  6 %

Solid basis for trust  11 %

 18 %

Personal relationship  10 %

 11 %

Realistic assessment of partner’s   9 %

capabilities 14 %

Regular performance review  6 %

 9 %

Written agreements  4 %

 4 %

Similar company cultures  4 %

 1 %

  

  Biotech companies
  Medtech companies 

Fig. 12: Factors ensuring 
successful cooperation as 
rated by biotech and medtech 
companies
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Unclear patent situation  25 %

 22 %

Partner’s lack of R&D  20 %

professionalism 17 %

Concern over losing  17 %

technological edge  19 %

Partner’s lack of financial   15 %

resources  17 %

Partner’s lack of experience in  11 %

the approval process  12 %

Partner’s lack of experience in 6 %

cost reimbursement  9 %

Partner’s lack of a global 6 %

sales network  4 %

  Biotech companies 
  Medtech companies 

Common goals  35 %

 33 %

Rapid decision-making  22 %

 22 %

Commitment of top management  20 %

 20 %

Ample financial resources  11  %

 5 %

Regional proximity  7 %

 7 %

Comparable size  3 %

 7 %

Common national language  2 %

 5 %

Others 0 %

 1 % 

 

  Biotech companies
  Medtech companies

Fig. 14: Success factors when 
initiating cooperation arrange-
ments as rated by biotech and 
medtech companies

Fig. 13: Reasons for the failure 
of cooperation arrangements as 
rated by biotech and medtech 
companies



The fact that medical technology 
businesses did not consider a 
biotech company’s financial re-
sources to be an important factor 
for cooperation could very well 
have something to do with the 
assumed limited financial strength 
of the biotechnology sector as a 
whole.

Different prioritisation of goals  24 %

 21 %

Lack of a basis for trust  21 %

 26 %

Differing degrees of willingness  17 %

to take risks 11 %

Different company cultures  14 %

 11 %

Personal differences  9 %

 12 %

Valuation of assets brought in  7 %

 6 %

Internal pricing  6 %

 8 %

Different languages   1 %

 3 %

Others  1 %

 2 % 

 

  Biotech companies 
  Medtech companies 

How to go about looking  
for a partner

Both sectors concur that key fac-
tors for successful cooperation 
are common goals, rapid decision-
making and the commitment of 
top management (Fig. 14). The 
way negotiations are handled 
is clearly more important than 
more concrete factors because 
regional proximity, ample financial 
resources and a comparable com-
pany size scored less highly. 

Fig. 15: Obstacles en-
countered when initiating  
cooperation arrangements  
as perceived by biotech  
and medtech companies

The involvement of top manage-
ment is important in order to 
be able to make quick decisions 
when concluding the agreement 
and to demonstrate the high 
regard in which the cooperation 
partner is held.
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The greatest obstacles encount-
ered when initiating cooperation 
arrangements were considered to 
be different goals and the lack of 
a basis for trust (Fig. 15). Here too, 
more concrete factors such as the 
valuation of assets brought into 
the partnership or internal pricing 
were deemed less important.

Trade fairs & conferences  27 %

 27 %

Internet 21 %

 16 %

Colleagues 17 %

 14 %

Partnering  13 %

 8 %

Approaches to associations,  6 %

business development  8 %

Consultants 6 %

 8 %

Specialist literature  4 %

 8 %

Technology transfer offices  3 %

 8 %

Others  3 %

 3 % 

 

  Biotech companies 
  Medtech companies

Fig. 16: Measures facili- 
tating cooperation as  
perceived by biotech and 
medtech companies

Currently, the most common 
methods used to identify poten-
tial partners are trade fairs and 
conferences, the Internet and 
consulting colleagues (Fig. 16). 
When asked their preferred 
measures for improving the op-
portunities for cooperation, one 
additional popular response  
was inviting applications for inter-
disciplinary funding.



R&D strategies in medtech and biotech companies
Major differences exist between the R&D strategies of medical  
technology and biotechnology companies in terms of willingness  
to take risks, innovation levels and the developmental maturity  
of projects considered for cooperation arrangements.

Workshops

In May 2006, an event 
entitled “Harnessing synergies 
– medtech and biotech” was 
held in Tübingen at the invita-
tion of BioRegio STERN. Four 
workshops took an in-depth 
look at issues which the survey 
deemed to be of particular 
interest in the context of coop-
eration arrangements – “R&D 
strategies in medtech and 
biotech companies”, “Pharma-
ceutical or medical product?”, 

“Future teamwork products” 
and “Finding the right partner”. 
The results were analyzed in a 
subsequent panel discussion.

Pharmaceutical or medical product?
Whether a product is classified as pharmaceutical or medical de-
pends on its main effect. Preference should be given to classification 
as a medical product, if possible, as the approval process is simpler 
and less expensive. There are often problems obtaining approval for 
products combining biotechnology and medical technology. The 
non-uniform federal system in Germany complicates matters because 
products can be assessed differently by various licensing authorities.
 

Future teamwork products
Different ways of thinking and disparate company cultures result in 
comprehension problems. Cooperation arrangements do require a 
concrete picture of the joint product, but in most cases this focus 
on a finished product can hamper the creative process incorporating 
unknowns such as the potential partner’s skills or ideas that could 
result in leap innovations. 

Finding the right partner
Networks make it easier to find the right partner but their  
increasing number means that they also need to be coordinated. 
Despite the information available, a reliable assessment of the 
opportunities and risks of a cooperation arrangement is difficult and 
remains dependent on building up a personal relationship of trust. 
The companies’ different ways of thinking make it more difficult to 
initiate cooperation. 

1

2

3

4
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 Medical technology position
• Focus on further development and ongoing improvement of  

their products 
• Development periods of two to three years, resulting in lower 

investments and a reduced risk overall, including less risk of a  
delay in obtaining market approval

• Targeted product planning – mass production, patent environment, 
size of market, approval process, reimbursement of costs 

 Biotechnology position
• Development direct from the research stage
• New products and technologies  

often leap innovations
• Product development periods of up to twelve years, 

requiring major investments 

 Medical technology position
• Approval based on the MPG (German law on medical products)  

in most cases for products with a physical action whose approval is 
often more straightforward to obtain than for a pharmaceutical 

 Biotechnology position
• Approval based on the AMG (German Drug Law)  

in most cases for biological/chemical products whose effect  
has to be proven through costly and time-consuming  
clinical studies

 Medical technology position
• Well-established, fixed company structure
• Engineering science the predominant force in product  

development 

 Biotechnology position
• Innovative, unconventional company culture
• Natural science the predominant force in product  

development 

 Medical technology position
• Traditional company structures, often family businesses
• Product’s commercial potential the main focus 

 Biotechnology position
• Unconventional, young founders of new businesses
• Focus on what is technically feasible rather than commercial 

potential



R&D strategies in medtech and biotech companies
In order for biotech companies to initiate cooperation arrangements 
with medtech businesses, their technologies should be sufficiently 
developed for a concrete product to be within sight and they should 
already have a clear picture of how to structure the cooperation to 
ensure its success.

Pharmaceutical or medical product?
Each sector must develop an understanding of the rules govern-
ing the other sector. In order for cooperation to be successful, it is 
important to decide at an early stage whether the new product  
to be developed jointly is to be approved as a pharmaceutical or  
a medical product.

Future teamwork products
New product ideas are often a result of interdisciplinary 
communication and the creation of “innovation think tanks” where 
possible technologies and the market position can be analyzed 
freely. Communication problems can be solved through targeted 
networking. State-run coordination bodies could also offer targeted 
support to interdisciplinary undertakings and help identify new 
technologies.

Finding the right partner
Personal contacts to decision-makers are very important. The 
partners involved must consciously set out to create a joint 
cooperation and communication culture. It is not the technology 
scouts who have to be convinced, but the sales and marketing 
departments.

Workshop recommendations

1

2

3

4
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The results of the workshops and 
survey were then presented to 
a wider audience and analyzed 
in a public panel discussion. This 
process complemented the views 
expressed in the survey with 
practical analyses and forceful 
statements from opinion leaders 
in both sectors. 

Participants from the medical 
technology sector called on their 
biotechnology counterparts to 
form a precise picture of their 
potential cooperation partner 
before starting their search and 
to familiarize themselves with 
their target markets. Ultimately, 
companies in the medical technol-
ogy sector are looking to acquire 
technology know-how and new 
customers. However, this system-
atic focus on the market could 
also stand in the way of success-
ful cooperation. For example, if a 
biotech company cannot promise 
to supply the required quantity of 
a product, this would constitute 
clear grounds for exclusion in the 
eyes of many medical technol-
ogy businesses. A small biotech 
company can, however, only 
supply the large industrial quan-

tities required if it receives the 
necessary financial support from 
its cooperation partner.

Further obstacles hindering coop-
eration were also identified. For 
instance, it generally takes ten to 
twelve years to develop a pharma-
ceutical product, yet a medtech 
company expects a return on 
its investment after one and a 
half years at most. Also, whereas 
biotech companies currently 
invest over 50 % of their budget 
in research and development, a 
medical technology business 
invests no more than 10 % of its 
turnover.

Based on these findings, the 
medical technology sector was 
called upon to take greater 
risks and, at the same time, 

biotechnology entrepreneurs 
were warned against staying too 
close to researchers, something 
which detracts from focus on 
the product and market needs. 
Medical technology companies 
rejected the charge of not being 
revolutionary enough by citing 
the cost reimbursement argument. 
Their cautious approach results 
from difficulties in securing 
payouts from health insurance 
companies for completely new 
products.

All the participants agreed that 
cooperation efforts by both sec-
tors would also be crucial for their 
international competitiveness.
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The above-mentioned events 
and this survey provide us with 
a status report on the potential 
for technological and economic 
cooperation between two highly 
innovative sectors which, despite 
their similarities, are fundamen-
tally different.

Medical technology is governed 
by the principles of engineering 
science. It is well-established and 
customer-oriented, focusing on 
incremental innovations geared 
to the market with relatively 
short investment horizons and 
traditional financial structures. 
Biotechnology, on the other hand, 
is governed by the principles of 
natural science. It focuses on leap 
innovations, thinks in long-term 
cycles and is supported by innova-
tive financial instruments.

The results will provide a basis for 
further discussion and investiga-
tions, representing an initial step 
towards harnessing and realizing 
new synergies.

Both sectors have a positive atti-
tude towards cooperation with 
each other. Technologies, markets 
and issues relating to the regula-
tion of approval processes are 
possible areas for consideration. 
There is a general consensus that 
cooperation between medical 
technology and biotechnology 
needs to be stepped up in order 
to encourage innovation and 
consolidate their positions as key 
technologies. 

The level of a company’s inter-
est in cooperation depends to a 
great extent on their respective 
product segments and the result-
ant technological and economic 
benefits. The fields demonstrating 
the greatest potential at the cur-
rent time are in vitro diagnostics, 
cell/tissue engineering and band-
ages/dressings. 

 Many medical technology compa-
nies already use biotechnologies 
in their own operations. The fact 
that this does not apply equally 
to all product segments does not 
necessarily indicate a lack of in-
novative spirit. For many medical 
technology products and services, 
the opportunities for establishing 
links to biotechnology have been 
non-existent to date. Future team-
work products first need to be 
developed for these segments – 
jointly.

One key problem area is commu-
nication between medtech and 
biotech companies. The medical 
technology sector expects a lot 
from the biotechnology indus-
try but does not commit itself 
with the necessary willingness 
to take risks. For its part, the 
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biotechnology sector does not 
take sufficient account of the 
market and product orientation 
of medical technology companies. 
Consequently, a climate of mutual 
understanding is required. The 
two sides need to start speaking 
the same language and to leave 
outdated standpoints behind.
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